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Pierre Gilbert. God Never Meant for Us to Die: The Emergence of Evil in the
Light of the Genesis Creation Account. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2020.

In God Never Meant for Us to Die, Pierre Gilbert addresses the problem of
evil through a close reading of the first chapters of Genesis. His goal is to
offer a theodicy—an explanation that reconciles the existence of a good
and all-powerful God with the presence of evil, pain, and suffering in the
world he created. As an Old Testament scholar at Canadian Mennonite
University, his primary approach is that of biblical theology. However, a
strong philosophical undercurrent shapes and sharpens his argument as he
interacts with a wide range of other viewpoints, making this book relevant
and accessible to a wide range of readers.

He begins by examining existing approaches, both religious and
secular, dividing them into two camps: those who claim evil is essential and
eternal, and those who see it as an illusion or part of a larger good. He offers
a “third way,” one which takes seriously the reality of evil yet exonerates God,
by placing the blame squarely on the shoulders of a historical Adam and Eve.
Linking the presence of evil to the eating of forbidden fruit is nothing new;
however, Gilbert articulates a clear and thought-provoking explanation of
how so much suffering and pain resulted from a single transgression.

Gilbert treats the temptation in Eden as part of the creation process
rather than an event that happened after God’s creative work was finished.
God desired to make humans in his image, giving them the ability to love
and choose freely. However, Gilbert argues, free will was not something God
could simply bestow or speak into existence. To do so would be logically
impossible along the same lines as creating a circle square. It was only in
exercising free will, particularly with regard to God’s own person, that a
creature could truly be said to have it. This meant that what was needed
to finalize God’s creative work was “a decision that would originate from
the creature itself and independently from any divine coercion” (164). This
was God’s purpose in placing the forbidden tree in the garden and even in
allowing the serpent’s presence: to offer an “infinite point of critical choice”
(63) that would activate free will and determine what kind of creature the
human would be.

An important part of Gilbert's argument involves reading God’s
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injunction not to eat of the tree as a blessing/curse formulation, a common
pattern in ancient literature that outlined the bounds of a relationship as
well as the consequences for faithfulness or unfaithfulness. Rather than
“the tree of the knowledge of good and evil,” he suggests the Hebrew would
be better translated as “the tree of the experience of the blessing and the
curse” (66). The presence of evil, pain, and sorrow in the world today is the
ongoing experience of the curse—the result of the first humans choosing
disobedience and death over faithfulness and life.

While some theologians view Adam and Eve’s sin as integral to God’s
larger plan to demonstrate his love and grace through Christ, Gilbert insists
that the Fall was by no means inevitable. If they had chosen to obey God
in that moment, a very different kind of human would have resulted—and
God would have expressed his love through other means. The consequences
of obedience would have been just as pervasive and lasting as the results
of disobedience, and the process of Creation could have been completed
according to the way of blessing.

In his relatively brief exploration of the atonement, Gilbert describes
God’s response to the evil humans unleashed, focusing primarily on the
substitutionary nature of Christ’s sacrifice. Surprisingly absent is any
discussion of recapitulation, the view of the atonement that focuses on
Christ’s obedience on behalf of humanity in contrast to Adam’s disobedience.
The notion of an “infinite point of critical choice” which resulted in ongoing
sin and death points naturally to Christ’s own garden temptation, and the
“not my will but thine” that led to righteousness and eternal life for humanity.
Perhaps a sequel interacting with Romans 5 is in order.

Gilbert writes with clarity and precision without assuming prior
knowledge, making this book of interest not only to theologians and clergy
but to thoughtful people of all walks of life. While he posits a more literal/
historical reading of the Genesis account than some may be comfortable
with, he offers reasoned explanations for his viewpoints and demonstrates
respect for others, making his central thesis accessible to a relatively wide
theological audience. Unfortunately, his forceful views on side-topics such
as abortion, postmodernism, and millennials may be distracting and off-
putting for some readers.

God Never Meant for Us to Die is a well-articulated, thought-provoking
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explanation for evil that is rooted in Scripture and in continual dialogue with
other perspectives. Tragic, unjust, and painful things happen, not because
God wills them, but because the world is broken. While this conclusion may
not breed an optimistic view of life, Gilbert’s epilogue offers a reminder of
the eschatological hope Christians cling to even in the face of great suffering
and death. For those struggling to reconcile the reality of evil with their faith
in a loving God, Gilbert offers a theodicy that many readers will find both
intellectually stimulating and emotionally satisfying.

Jeremy McClung, PhD Candidate, Wycliffe College, Toronto, ON.

Stephen Finlan, Salvation Not Purchased: Overcoming the Ransom Idea
to Rediscover the Original Gospel Teaching. Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2020.

In Salvation Not Purchased, Stephen Finlan builds on his previous work
on atonement, arguing that Jesus’s death does not purchase forgiveness or
salvation from God the Father, but rather that Jesus saves and heals because
it is God’s desire to do so. This book is driven by his pastoral concern,
designed to critique certain widely accepted beliefs in order to encourage
deeper faith, and directed to those who are willing to reconsider their beliefs.
Finlan begins by identifying problematic assumptions about God, such as
the notions that violence is power and retribution is justice. He reasons that
these are projections of human understandings onto God and identifies
human politics, pride, and power-mongering as the cause of Jesus’s death,
not God the Father.

The most substantial sections of the book address how problematic
conceptions of atonement entered Christian theology. Finlan’s analysis
includes identification of intra-biblical debates (especially prophetic critiques
of the sacrificial cult), and the contextualization of ancient biblical views
of sacrifice, purification, and atonement amidst other Ancient Near East
cultures. He takes a pragmatic approach to Pauline language and metaphors,
situating them as occasional pastoral writings that preached well but should
not be read as systematic theology. And he employs textual criticism to



